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Assessment Component 2: Research Literacy- Learning How to Read a Research Paper

Section 1: Introduction





Research literacy is an essential skill within health, education and social care 
professions because it enables practitioners to critically evaluate evidence and apply 
research findings appropriately to practice. Evidence-based practice ensures that 
decisions and interventions are informed by reliable research rather than assumptions or 
opinion, ultimately improving outcomes for service users (Creswell and 
Creswell, 2018). Within family support practice, research literacy is particularly important 
because practitioners are required to assess complex family situations, identify 
appropriate interventions and work collaboratively with multiple agencies to support
 children and families.

This report critically analyses the research article “She didn’t know how to go back”: 
School attendance problems in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic—A multiple 
stakeholder qualitative study with parents and professionals by McDonald, Lester and 
Michelson (2023). The study explores school attendance difficulties experienced by
 primary-school children following the COVID-19 pandemic and investigates the 
perspectives of parents and educational professionals regarding factors contributing to
 attendance problems.

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in significant disruption to children's education due to 
school closures, lockdown restrictions and reduced social interaction. Following the 
reopening of schools, increasing numbers of children experienced difficulties returning to 
education, creating concerns regarding absenteeism and educational disengagement 
(Department for Education, 2023). Understanding the causes of attendance difficulties is 
important because persistent absence is associated with poorer academic achievement, 
reduced social development and increased risks of long-term disadvantage.
The study is particularly relevant to the role of a Family Support Worker because attendance difficulties rarely occur in isolation. Family Support Workers frequently 
support families experiencing emotional, social and practical challenges that affect 
children's engagement with education. Therefore, critically analysing this research 
provides valuable insight into the factors influencing attendance difficulties and highlights 
how evidence-based practice can support improved outcomes for children and families.

The researchers adopted a qualitative research design to explore the experiences of 
parents and professionals supporting children who were experiencing attendance 
difficulties following the COVID-19 pandemic. Qualitative research aims to understand 
people's experiences, behaviours and perceptions within their natural context and is 
particularly effective when investigating complex social issues that cannot easily be 
measured through numerical data (Punch, 2014).

The choice of a qualitative methodology was appropriate because the researchers 
sought to understand how attendance difficulties developed and how they were 
experienced by families and professionals. Quantitative approaches may have identified 
patterns of absenteeism but would have been less effective in capturing the emotional 
and social factors influencing children's reluctance to attend school. By adopting a 
qualitative approach, the researchers were able to gain rich and dounts of 
participants' experiences, allowing a deeper understanding of the issue
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The study was conducted in two phases. Initially, parents and educational professionals 
completed qualitative surveys. The survey responses enabled researchers to identify 
key themes and areas of concern. During the second phase, semi-structured interviews 
were undertaken with participants. Semi-structured interviews are widely recognised as 
an effective method of collecting detailed qualitative data because they provide flexibility 
while ensuring consistency across interviews (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). This 
approach allowed participants to elaborate on their experiences and enabled 
researchers to explore emerging issues in greater depth through follow-up questions.

A significant strength of the study was the inclusion of multiple stakeholder perspectives. 
The sample included both parents and educational professionals, allowing researchers 
to explore attendance difficulties from different viewpoints. Parents were able to describe 
the challenges experienced within the home environment, whilst professionals provided
 insight into children's behaviour and engagement within educational settings. This form 
of triangulation increased the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings because 
themes were identified across multiple participant groups rather than relying upon a 
single source of information (Braun and Clarke, 2022).

The researchers analysed the data using thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke (2022) 
describe thematic analysis as a systematic method of identifying, analysing and 
reporting patterns within qualitative data. Thematic analysis was appropriate because it 
enabled researchers to organise substantial amounts of information into meaningful 
themes whilst maintaining participants' individual experiences. The use of thematic 
analysis strengthened the study because it provided a structured and transparent 
approach to data analysis.

Several ethical considerations were addressed throughout the research process. 
Participants provided informed consent and were informed about the purpose of the 
study before participation. Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained to protect 
participants' identities, and individuals were informed of their right to withdraw from the 
study at any stage. Ethical approval was obtained prior to data collection, ensuring that 
the research met recognised ethical standards and minimised potential harm to 
participants.

Despite its strengths, the study also possessed limitations. The relatively small sample 
size limits the transferability of findings to wider populations. Although qualitative
 research does not aim for statistical generalisation; the experiences of participants may
 not represent all families affected by attendance difficulties following the pandemic.

Furthermore, participation was voluntary, creating the possibility of self-selection bias. 
Individuals who chose to participate may have had particularly strong experiences or 
opinions regarding attendance problems, potentially influencing the findings. Another 
limitation is that the study did not directly include children's voices. Given that children 
are the individuals experiencing attendance difficulties, their perspectives could have
 provided valuable insight and strengthened understanding of the issue.

Overall, however, the methodology was well suited to the research aims and 
successfully generated detailed evidence regarding attendance difficulties following the 
COVID-19 pandemic.




Page 3 of 6
The study identified several key themes relating to school attendance difficulties 
following the COVID-19 pandemic. One of the most significant findings was the impact of 
anxiety and emotional distress upon children's ability to attend school. Many parents 
described increased levels of anxiety, fear and emotional dependency following
 prolonged periods of lockdown. Some children experienced separation anxiety, whilst 
others reported concerns regarding social interactions and returning to busy school 
environments.

These findings are consistent with wider evidence demonstrating the significant impact 
of the pandemic on children's mental health and wellbeing. NHS England (2023) 
reported increased levels of anxiety and emotional difficulties among children and young 
people following the pandemic. The consistency between the study findings and wider 
literature strengthens confidence in the credibility of the research and suggests that 
attendance difficulties are closely linked to emotional wellbeing.

Another important theme was the disruption of routine. During periods of lockdown, 
children experienced substantial changes to their daily lives, including altered sleep 
patterns, remote learning and reduced social contact. Participants described how many 
children became accustomed to remaining at home, making the transition back into 
structured educational environments particularly challenging. This finding highlights the 
importance of routine and predictability in supporting children's emotional security and 
educational engagement.

The findings can be understood through Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory 
(1979), which emphasises that children's development is influenced by interactions 
between family, school and wider social systems. The pandemic disrupted multiple 
systems simultaneously, affecting family routines, educational structures and social 
relationships. Consequently, attendance difficulties should not be viewed simply as 
behavioural problems but as responses to wider environmental changes.

Family-related factors also emerged as significant contributors to attendance difficulties. 
Parents described experiencing increased stress due to financial pressures, health
 concerns and caring responsibilities during the pandemic. These challenges often 
affected their ability to support children in returning to school. This finding demonstrates 
that attendance difficulties are frequently linked to broader family circumstances rather 
than solely individual child factors.

From a Family Support Worker perspective, this finding is particularly significant. Family 
Support Workers regularly work with families experiencing multiple stressors, including 
financial hardship, housing difficulties and parental mental health concerns. The study 
reinforces the importance of adopting a holistic approach when assessing attendance 
difficulties and highlights the need to consider wider family circumstances rather than 
focusing exclusively on school attendance itself.

School-related factors were also identified as influencing attendance outcomes. 
Participants reported that positive relationships between schools and families played an
important role in supporting children's return to education. Schools that demonstrated
 flexibility, understanding and effective communication were viewed more positively than 
those perceived as punitive or unsupportive. This finding aligns with current guidance 
from the Department for Education (2023), which emphasises the importance of 
collaborative approaches to improving attendance.
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A further strength of the study was its emphasis on early intervention and partnership 
working. Participants consistently highlighted the importance of identifying concerns at 
an early stage and implementing support before attendance difficulties became 
entrenched. This finding is particularly relevant to Family Support Worker practice
 because early intervention is recognised as a key strategy for preventing escalation of 
difficulties and improving outcomes for children and families.
The study also highlights the importance of multi-agency collaboration. Effective support 
often involved communication between schools, families, educational psychologists and 
other support services. Family Support Workers frequently act as a link between these 
agencies, helping families navigate support systems and ensuring that interventions are 
coordinated effectively. Therefore, the findings reinforce the value of collaborative 
working in addressing attendance difficulties.

Critically, whilst the study provides valuable insight into attendance difficulties, it focuses 
primarily on parent and professional perspectives. Future research involving children 
directly could provide a more comprehensive understanding of attendance difficulties 
and enable interventions to be developed that better reflect children's experiences and 
needs.

This report has critically analysed the research article by McDonald, Lester and 
Michelson (2023), which explored school attendance problems among primary school 
children following the COVID-19 pandemic. The study utilised a qualitative methodology 
to investigate the experiences of parents and educational professionals and successfully 
generated rich and detailed insight into factors influencing attendance difficulties.

The findings demonstrated that anxiety, disrupted routines, family stressors and school-
related factors all contributed to attendance problems following the pandemic. The 
research also highlighted the importance of early intervention, collaborative working and 
positive relationships between schools and families in supporting successful re-
engagement with education.

Although limitations relating to sample size, self-selection bias and the absence of 
children's perspectives were identified; the study provides valuable evidence that can 
inform professional practice. The findings support existing literature regarding the impact 
of the pandemic on children's emotional wellbeing and reinforce the need for holistic, 
family-centred approaches to attendance difficulties.

For Family Support Workers, the study emphasises the importance of understanding 
attendance difficulties within the wider context of family wellbeing, emotional health and 
environmental influences. The research highlights the value of partnership working, early 
intervention and multi-agency collaboration when supporting children and families 
experiencing challenges related to school attendance.

Critically evaluating this research has enhanced understanding of research 
methodology, ethical considerations and evidence-based practice. Furthermore, it 
demonstrates how research literacy enables practitioners to critically assess evidence 
and apply findings effectively within professional practice to improve outcomes for 
children and families.
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